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A View from Below:

An Analysis of Korean
Americans’ Racial Attitudes

Nadia Kim

Unlike the eruption of conflicts in past U.S. urban uprisings, the
1992 Los Angeles unrest ranked as the first in American history
to involve conflicts among multiple ethnic groups. The involve-
ment of mainly Korean, Latino, Black, and White! actors re-
flected the multiracial/ethnic diversification of metropoles like
Los Angeles in the wake of post-1965 Asian and Latino immigra-
tion. However, because scholars had long conceptualized Ameri-
can “race” relations in the paradigmatic “shadow of the black/
white encounter,” many analysts were incapable of giving the in-
ter-minority tensions escalating within this dualist context their
timely due.? This was especially true of scholars whose fifty-
year inquiry into the attitudes of Whites toward Blacks had left
unexamined relations amongst groups of color.

After the events of 1992 sounded an inimitable wake-up call,
many students of racial dynamics began turning their attention
to the inter-minority tensions between Koreans and Blacks spot-
lighted during the unrest. Several explanations of the sources of
Black-Korean tensions have emerged, one of which points to the
prejudices of both groups and particularly those of the Korean
merchant population. Yet, past research overwhelmingly has
treated these prejudicial attitudes as a priori or as descriptors?
rather than as significant elements of the conflicts that themselves
require analysis.* In other words, while it has been established
that mutual prejudice exists and is therefore one source of the
conflicts, we know much less about the sources of that prejudice
itself.
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